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Abstract 
 
Cabaret star and television personality Car-
lotta, a transsexual woman whose fame has 
endured for more than half a century, is ar-
guably the most prominent transgender celeb-
rity in Australia. This article takes screen rep-
resentations of Carlotta as its focus to investi-
gate the mainstream media’s treatment of a 
celebrity who embodies a traditionally margin-
alised subject position. First examining depic-
tions of Carlotta from the 1960s and 1970s, 
and then looking to more contemporary exam-
ples from the 1990s and 2000s, the paper 
traces the evolution of Carlotta’s representa-
tion on Australian screens. The article consid-
ers the problematic elements apparent in indi-
vidual screens texts, but also the ways in 
which these texts enable Carlotta to challenge 
the rigidity and ‘taken for granted-ness’ of the 
sex-gender system. The paper does so in con-
sideration of Sandy Stone’s proposal of visibly 
intertextual transsexualism, Kate Bornstein’s 
advocacy of ambiguous and fluid transsexual-
ism, and Riki Anne Wilchins’s assertions that 
transsexualism is a practice of transformation. 
As a transsexual celebrity, Carlotta’s appear-
ances in film and television give mainstream 
Australian audiences the opportunity to en-
gage ‘safely’ but constructively with a trans-
gender person, thus informing real-world atti-
tudes towards transgenderism, and her public 
presence affirmatively reflects transgender 
experiences. Through these screen represen-
tations, Carlotta illustrates progressive possi-
bilities of transsexual gender embodiment. 
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gender representation, Stone, Bornstein, ce-
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Introduction 
 
As a nation nourished on a mythology of het-
ero-patriarchal mateship and symbols of rug-
ged masculinity, Australia’s affection for main-
stream representations of male-to-female 
transgender1 figures is perhaps curious. From 
the fictional transgender heroes in the Oscar-
winning film The Adventures of Priscilla, 
Queen of the Desert (Elliot, 1994), to trans-
gender contestants on popular reality televi-
sion shows, to transgender performers at the 
world-renowned Sydney Gay and Lesbian 
Mardi Gras, a number of differing representa-
tions of transgender people and transgender 
lives are popularised in Australian culture. Also 
promoting the visibility of transgender in Aus-
tralia is a notable handful of transgender ce-
lebrities, who maintain a significant presence 
in the cultural consciousness of this country. 
Among these, perhaps the most prominent is 
transsexual cabaret star and television celeb-
rity Carlotta, whose fame has endured for 
more than half a century. Carlotta is a trans-
sexual woman who has been an important 
figure in Australian culture since the 1960s. 
She began her career as a member of the now 
iconic Kings Cross cabaret troupe Les Girls, 
starring in their first show in 1963 and going 
on to become the show’s compere and star. In 
the early 1970s, her genital reassignment sur-
gery was highly publicised and, because of her 
__________________________________________ 
 
1 In keeping with transgender theorists such as 
Stryker &  Whittle (2006), the term ‘transgender’ is 
used throughout the article as a rubric that encom-
passes all expressions of gendering that fall outside 
or between the hegemonic categories of male/
female, masculine/feminine. As Stryker (2008) as-
serts, ‘transgender’ refers to ‘the movement  
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celebrity, was the first in Australia to receive 
widespread attention. Carlotta worked with 
Les Girls for twenty-six years in total and has 
performed onstage in a number of other 
shows, including the new millennium produc-
tions Carlotta’s Kings X, Carlotta’s Priscilla 
Show, and Carlotta: Live and Intimate, a one 
woman show. She is also regularly an hon-
oured guest at public events, such as Sydney’s 
Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras. Along with these 
differing public appearances, Carlotta has 
stayed in the public eye through her varied 
screen appearances, which are the focus of 
this article.  
 
This article, then, takes Carlotta as its focus to 
investigate the treatment of a celebrity who 
embodies a traditionally marginalised subject 
position, and  considers the ways in which she 
can be understood as challenging the rigid 
and ‘taken for granted-ness’ of the sex-gender 
system despite – and sometimes because of – 
her mainstream appeal. To do so, the article 
examines mainstream screen representations 
of Carlotta; those representations that are 
part of Australian screen culture are particu-
larly pertinent indicators of broader percep-
tions of Carlotta specifically and transgender 
more generally, not least because they are 
disseminated widely and continue to be ac-
cessed long after their initial release or 
screening. Carlotta has appeared onscreen in 
a range of forums since 1970, forums which, 
whilst occasionally representing transsexual-
ism as unfathomable or a ‘freak show’, also 
allow a space for Carlotta’s (trans)gendering 
to be understood as empowering and human-
ising. 
 
After first defining the nature and effects of 
‘celebrity’, the article examines the place of 
transsexualism in recent theoretical contexts. 
It then moves on to apply relevant theoretical 
insights in textual analysis of early screen rep-
resentations of Carlotta, finding that although 
there are aspects of these portrayals that are 
problematic, they also make room for Car-
lotta’s transgendering to destabilise the re-
strictive sex-gender system. Later screen rep-
resentations are then examined, including an 
interview segment on 60 Minutes and Car-
lotta’s time as a panelist on Beauty and the 
Beast. The article argues that within these 
more recent screen texts, the transformative 
potential of transsexualism is realised, to cer-
tain extents, through Carlotta’s representation 
as a multifaceted and evolving person. 
 
Celebrity 
  
It is important to begin here by discussing the 
nature of celebrity, and its power and effects. 
Contemporary western society is fascinated 
with celebrities, and widespread interest in a 
public figure’s private life is a defining charac-
teristic of celebrity (Turner, Bonner & Mar-
shall, 2000). Despite such interest in the ‘real’ 
person behind the famous face, however, 
there is a disjunction between them and the 
representation and celebration of their celeb-
rity persona. In Celebrity and Power (Marshall, 
2004), Marshall proposes that celebrity does 
not belong to any particular individual, but is 
instead created and maintained through the 
representations of that individual. Marshall 
(2004) maintains that ‘[t]he celebrity exists 
above the real world, in the realm of symbols 
that gain and lose value like commodities on 
the stock market’ (p. 6). This point also 
speaks to the commercial aspects of celebrity. 
Celebrities are not only inextricably merged 
with the products they market, they are them-
selves marketable products. In Fame Games, 
Turner, Bonner & Marshall (2000) contend 
that ‘[t]he celebrity’s ultimate power is to sell 
the commodity that is themselves’ (p. 12). Or 
as Stadler & McWilliam (2009) summarise, ‘to 
put it crudely’, celebrities ‘exist to court a 
mass audience’ (p.267). Nevertheless, this is 
not to diminish the skills and/or talents of the 
many accomplished celebrities – for indeed 
‘the achievement of celebrityhood is a means 
of signifying and establishing success’ (Turner, 
Bonner & Marshall, 2000. p. 12) – nor the 
roles that celebrities play within society. 
 
Although the image that these elevated indi-
viduals project may be largely contrived, ce-
lebrities have some very genuine effects upon 
culture and audiences. Many of the cultural 
20 
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functions of celebrities relate to audiences’ 
engagement with them, and their personifica-
tion and perpetuation of certain ideologies. 
Despite the momentum of the industry system 
that produces celebrities, audiences can dem-
onstrate a significant amount of autonomy 
when it comes to bestowing celebrity status. 
In Understanding Celebrity, Turner (2004) 
observes that ‘celebrity is the product of a 
commercial process but it is worth remember-
ing that the public expression of popular inter-
est can operate, at times, as if it was entirely 
independent of this commercial proc-
ess’ (p.55). One of the factors that make ce-
lebrities so appealing is that audiences are 
able to idealise and identify with (or in con-
trast to) them (Marshall, 2004). Richard Dyer’s 
seminal work on stars and stardom in Heav-
enly Bodies (Dyer, 2004) is useful in under-
standing the social impacts of celebrity. Dyer 
(2004) contends that for the audience, a star’s 
image works ‘according to how much it speaks 
to us [the audience] in terms we can under-
stand about things that are important to 
us’ (p.14). How audiences perceive and en-
gage with celebrities is also a question of what 
ideologies and social group/s particular celeb-
rities represent. The ways in which mass audi-
ences read celebrities affects the very con-
struction of those celebrities (Marshall, 2004). 
Hence, the particular ideologies a celebrity 
represents depends on the ideals that they are 
popularly understood to embody. As an indi-
vidual who came to fame through perform-
ance talents associated with queer social are-
nas, the celebrity at the centre of this article is 
entwined with ideologies that counter many 
hegemonic regulations regarding sex, gender 
and sexuality.  
 
A number of transgender theorists have drawn 
attention to the significance of transgender 
media representations in reflecting and affect-
ing broader social attitudes towards trans-
gender individuals. What audiences know of 
these celebrities may be dependent on largely 
intangible representations, yet they are under-
stood and interpreted as representations of 
people who live the ideologies they publicly 
embody. Representations of transgender ce-
lebrities therefore have the capacity to be 
more potent than other, say, fictional, repre-
sentations of transgender people. For exam-
ple, Priscilla’s transgender protagonists are 
played by famous actors widely known to be 
cigendered and heterosexual, and such ex-
tratextual knowledge works to contain the 
‘threat’ of the narrative’s queer gendering and 
sexuality – arguably quelling the affirmative 
influence of the film’s transgender representa-
tions. Furthermore, transgender celebrities – 
like all celebrities – convey their ‘message’ and 
reach audiences as part of the democratic 
bridging process of celebrity. Celebrities are 
granted a social mobility reserved for the pow-
erful elite, and all the while audiences feel 
they have personal relationships with them. It 
is acknowledged that ‘the representations of 
celebrities operate as a kind of bridge be-
tween the private world and public de-
bate’ (Turner, Bonner & Marshall, 2000, p. 
14), and offer ‘a bridge of meaning between 
the powerless and the powerful’ (Marshall, 
2004, p. 49). For this reason, celebrities can 
be very powerful advocates for minority social 
positions. As a celebrity, Carlotta functions as 
a reference point that helps shape real-world 
perceptions about transgender, and her public 
representations reveal and influence attitudes 
and reactions to transgender in society. 
 
As mentioned above, Carlotta has appeared in 
a number of popular forums over a number of 
decades. Like any celebrity, her public persona 
is constructed via the differing representations 
of her that are circulated, particularly screen 
representations. Importantly in Carlotta’s case, 
she is a transsexual celebrity as well as a ce-
lebrity transsexual, and as such her celebrity 
status is bound up with her particular mode of 
gender embodiment. Accordingly, this article 
is investigating the public portrayal of a celeb-
rity and transsexual subject; that is, textual 
(specifically screen) representations of trans-
sexualism that are commonly understood to 
give insight into the life, and life-narrative, of 
a real transsexual. Therefore, these represen-
tations contribute significantly to discourses 
surrounding transsexualism in Australian cul-
ture. Through her screen performances, Car-
21 
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lotta maintains mainstream acceptance whilst 
illustrating the transgressive possibilities of 
transgender and transgender lives, and in do-
ing so, she exemplifies certain recent theoreti-
cal postulations regarding transsexualism.   
 
Transsexualism  
 
Transsexualism refers to the circumstance of 
an individual’s gender identity not ‘matching-
up’ with their natally-assigned sex and the 
lived experience of their need to reconcile allo-
cated anatomy with a contrarily gendered 
sense of self. In medical discourse, the con-
stant disjunction between sexed body and 
psychosexual identity is currently regarded as 
a condition termed ‘gender dysphoria syn-
drome’ or ‘gender identity disorder’ (Lewins, 
1995). Many transsexuals endeavour to rectify 
this discrepancy by rejecting an anatomically 
designated gender to function permanently as 
a member of the gender with which they iden-
tify. Corporeal and permanent manifestations 
of a transsexual’s gender-crossing can be 
achieved through hormone therapies and/or 
surgical procedures, including surgical recon-
struction of the genitals and/or breasts 
(Lewins, 1995; Ekins, 1997). Nevertheless, 
transsexualism as an embodied experience is 
not contingent on the clinical alteration of a 
transsexual’s body, and instead encompasses 
an individual’s social, psychological and physi-
cal embodiment of a gender that does not 
coincide with their natally-assigned sex. As 
Garber (1993) explains: ‘[t]he term 
“transsexual” is used to describe persons who 
are either “pre-op” or “post-op” – that is, 
whether or not they have undergone penec-
tomy, hysterectomy, phallo- or vaginoplasty. 
Transsexualism is not a surgical product but a 
social, cultural, and psychological zone’ (p. 
106). Likewise, sociologist Frank Lewins 
(1995) allocates the term ‘transsexual’ to 
‘anyone who has made or appears to have 
made, the transition to living permanently in 
the gender other than the one originally as-
signed to them’ (p.4).  
 
Transsexualism and the transsexual figure 
have been, and continue to be, contested 
sites in feminist and queer discourses. Be-
cause transsexualism converges issues of sex, 
gender, desire and embodiment, it is a con-
tentious subject that has sparked volatile de-
bates between a number of sectors with dif-
fering ideological investments. For example, 
many early radical separatist feminists con-
demned (and some still do) male-to-female 
transsexualism, perceiving that transwomen 
usurp natal women’s bodily specificity and 
appropriate womanhood to infiltrate biological 
women’s spaces, stealing the little power 
granted to natal women within patriarchy and 
undercutting the feminist movement by divid-
ing feminists about what constitutes 
‘woman’ (Raymond, 2006; Whittle, 2006; 
Stryker & Whittle, 2006). These troublesome 
assessments of male-to-female transsexualism 
were explicitly promulgated by lesbian-
feminist Janice Raymond in her polemical 
1979 text, The Transsexual Empire: The Mak-
ing of the She-male, which argues that 
‘transsexuals are constructs of an evil phal-
locratic empire’ (cited in Stone, 2006, p. 
223).2 
 
One of the most potent retorts to Raymond’s3 
influential but highly problematic anti-
transsexual assertions came more than a dec-
ade later in the form of Sandy Stone’s (2006) 
‘The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual 
22 
————————————————————————— 
2 Such was her conviction, Raymond reconfirmed in 
a new introduction of a 1994 reprint of The Trans-
sexual Empire that her views at that time still re-
mained unchanged (Stryker & Whittle, 2006, p. 
131). Whittle (2006) declares that the thesis of 
Raymond’s book was so detrimentally influential it 
‘discredited for a long time any academic voice they 
[transsexual women] might have, in particular with 
feminist theorists’ (p. 199).  Nevertheless, Stryker & 
Whittle (2006) also observe that in provoking ‘an 
outraged, anguished, and deeply motivated 
counter-response from transgender people, it also 
did more than any other work to elicit new lines of 
critique that coalesced into transgender studies’ (p. 
131).  
3 In The Transsexual Empire, Raymond directly 
derides Stone, a male-to-female transsexual, for 
having ‘dared’ to work as a woman at a feminist 
women-only music company. 
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Manifesto’.  In this piece, Stone (2006), her-
self a transsexual, critiques previous under-
standings and representations of transsexual-
ism to undermine those gender and medical 
discourses that, as she states, position 
‘transsexuals as possessing something less 
than agency … [as being] infantilized, consid-
ered too illogical or irresponsible to achieve 
true subjectivity, or clinically erased by diag-
nostic criteria; or else, as constructed by some 
radical feminist theorists, as robots of an in-
sidious and menacing patriarchy’ (pp.229-30). 
Responding to the divergent epistemologies, 
theories and confusions intersecting ‘on the 
battlefield of the transsexual body’ (Stone, 
2006, p.230),4 Stone (2006) queries the viabil-
ity of phallocentric, binary configurations of 
gender and sexuality. With a sentiment that 
has echoed throughout much subsequent 
queer and transgender studies work, Stone 
advocates the transsexual figure’s ability to 
proliferate the embodied self-expressions and 
identities available, not just to transsexuals 
and other transgender individuals, but to all 
sexed, gendered, desiring bodily subjects. She 
writes:  
 
“In the transsexual as a text we may find the 
potential to map the refigured body onto con-
ventional gender discourse and thereby disrupt 
it, to take advantage of the dissonances created 
by such a juxtaposition to fragment and recon-
stitute the elements of gender in new and unex-
pected geometries” (Stone, 2006, p. 231). 
 
Positing that transsexualism should be under-
stood as a genre, ‘a set of embodied texts’, 
Stone (2006) argues for the theoretical and 
lived visibility of ‘the intertextual possibilities 
of the transsexual body’ (p. 231).5  
Although the development of this vein of the-
ory and thought may give an optimistic indica-
tion of the place of transsexualism within con-
temporary culture and theory, conflicts re-
garding the understanding and acceptance of 
transsexualism are far from resolved between 
transgender activism, medical practice, queer 
theory, transgender theory, and transgender 
individuals. It is perhaps unsurprising that 
transsexualism meets with resistance from 
those quarters that consider sex and gender 
to be coextensive, and those who find trans-
sexuals’ apparent disavowal of gendered birth-
right unpalatable if not incomprehensible. Yet 
even within many relatively recent poststruc-
turalist queer theorisations of gender – which 
deconstruct and challenge gender dimorphism 
– transsexualism has been regarded as dubi-
ous. The suspicion of transsexualism within 
these arenas stems from transsexuals’ embod-
ied crossing of gender as well as sex (in the 
sense it is seen to be at odds with poststruc-
turalist formulations of linguistically consti-
tuted subjects), and the misconception that 
transsexuals actually do at least intend to leap 
wholly from one side of a gender divide to the 
other, leaving the border between divisive 
gender categories unmarred and unques-
tioned (Stryker & Whittle, 2006, p. 257). Nev-
ertheless, along with Stone, other theorists in 
the field of transgender studies have put for-
ward prominent and important work which 
reveals and celebrates the possible ‘ambiguity’ 
and ‘fluidity’ of transsexualism (Bornstein, 
23 
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4  Stone (2006) writes: Here on the gender borders 
at the close of the twentieth century, with the fal-
tering of phallocratic hegemony and the bumptious 
appearance of heteroglossic origin accounts, the 
epistemologies of white male medical practice, the 
rage of radical feminists theories and the chaos of 
lived gendered experience meeting on the battle-
field of the transsexual body. (p. 230). 
 
————————————————————————— 
5 Stone (2006) stresses that in the negotiation of 
‘the troubling and productive multiple permeabilities 
of boundary and subject position’ arising from such 
intertextuality, there is a need for the rearticulation 
of ‘the foundational language by which both sexual-
ity and transsexuality are described’ (p. 231). Since 
the original publication of this piece, Stone’s call for 
‘a deeper analytic language for transsexual theory’ 
that allows for ‘ambiguities and ployvocalities’ (p. 
231) has been heeded, as the steady evolution of 
transgender studies followed in the wake of ‘The 
Empire Strikes Back’, giving legitimatised voice to 
many transgender people and foregrounding the 
validity and possibilities of transgender in culture 
(Stryker & Whittle, 2006). 
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1992). Notably, in Gender Outlaw: On Men, 
Women, and the Rest of Us (Bornstein, 
1992),6 transgender theorist Kate Bornstein 
maintains that a transsexual’s crossing from 
one sex to the other does not necessarily ad-
here to a binary gender framework, but can 
become part of a process of gendering 
wherein transformation is the meaning and 
motivation of gender.7 Similarly, in Read My 
Lips: Sexual Subversion and the End of Gen-
der (Wilchins, 1997), transsexual activist and 
transgender theorist Riki Anne Wilchins draws 
on Bornstein (among others) to propose a 
theory of gender that allows transsexualism to 
be understood as a practice of transformation. 
 
A cursory overview of Carlotta’s gender em-
bodiment may seem to indicate that she is a 
transsexual who – as some poststructuralist 
theorists fear of transsexuals – has cleanly 
and neatly crossed the boundary between 
‘manhood’ and ‘womanhood’, shutting the 
gate behind her and leaving the sex-gender 
perimeter definitively intact; Carlotta was born 
male but now identifies as, lives permanently 
as, and is anatomically a woman. However, 
upon closer inspection it can be seen that Car-
lotta’s transsexualism more closely aligns with 
those theories that find transsexualism over-
laps and disrupts rather than plays into con-
ventional gender discourses. Carlotta’s per-
sonification of an intertextual and transforma-
tive transsexualism has progressively built up 
over many years and many screen (and other) 
representations. In almost all of her celebrity 
appearances, her previously male status is 
commonly known and often directly informs 
the context and focus of these. This continu-
ing inclusion of her male beginnings in Car-
lotta’s self-presentation is one significant way 
in which representations of this celebrity draw 
together ‘contradictory’ elements of sex and 
gender. As Stone (2006) argues, a transsex-
ual’s previous sex and gender are vitally im-
portant texts within intertextual transsexual-
ism. Furthermore, in accordance with Born-
stein’s and Wilchins’s theorisations of trans-
sexualism as a fluid practice of transformation, 
the longevity of Carlotta’s celebrity has meant 
that the public have been privy to a number of 
shifts in her transgender embodiment and 
identification. As such, Carlotta’s transsexual-
ism has come to signify an evolving process of 
gendering that disinherits an obligation to bio-
logical identity. The analysis below of selected 
screen representations examines the ways in 
which Carlotta is portrayed, and the reactions 
she receives onscreen throughout different 
eras. Each of these screen appearances feed 
into broader understandings of Carlotta, and 
each illuminate the transgressive nature of her 
particular modes of gendering. 
 
‘…More like a Woman than a Man’ 
 
In a black and white circa 1963 interview 
(Director Unknown, 1963), attractive cabaret 
performer Ricky, who uses the stage name 
Carlotta, discusses working at Les Girls. The 
interviewer is interested in how and when 
Ricky presents himself as a man, asking about 
his long hair and ascertaining that he wears 
men’s clothes ‘all the time’ during the day. 
When asked if he would wear women’s cloth-
ing in public if it was not against the law, 
Ricky – who is at the time dressed as a 
woman – replies that it is a ‘hard question’ 
and decides, ‘at the moment, no’. This posi-
tion changed somewhat in the following years, 
as would be documented seven years later in 
the 1970 semi-fictional documentary The Na-
ked Bunyip (Murray, 2005). This humourous 
24 
————————————————————————— 
6 In her article ‘Recent Transgender Theory’ , Ber-
nice Hausman (2001) asserts that Borstein’s (1992)
book, along with Susan Stryker’s (1994) ‘My Words 
to Victor Frankenstein above the Village of 
Chamounix: Performing Transgender Rage’, initi-
ated a move from feminist perspectives dominating 
theoretical interpretations of transsexualism to ‘a 
full-fledged queer view of transgender’ (p. 465). 
7 While Bornstein, a transsexual, has a personal 
interest in transsexualism’s reception in culture, she 
praises transgender and non-transgender theorists 
and critics alike for acknowledging and questioning 
not just of transgender issues but broader issues of 
sex and gender. Bornstein(1992) states: ‘My voice 
on this subject is not representative of all transgen-
dered people … More importantly than my point of 
view, than any single point of view however, is that 
people begin to question gender’ (p. 14).  
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feature’s fictional premise is that a somewhat 
naïve and shy young man (Graeme Blundell) is 
hired to conduct a market research survey 
about sexual culture in Australia. The trailer 
proclaims that ‘It’s about Australian attitudes 
to sex and censorship… A searching and toler-
ant survey of all aspects of sex in modern so-
ciety’. Blundell carries out real interviews with 
an eclectic range of people, including the 
madam of a brothel, well-known personalities, 
fashion models, and ‘ordinary’ citizens. Among 
those interviewed are Barry’s Humphries’s (yet 
to be famous) housewife character Mrs Edna 
Everage, and a youthful Carlotta, now perma-
nently known as such. Carlotta even helped 
launch the film on opening night, wearing a 
thick, permed blonde wig (and, these days, a 
photo of her as she appears in the film graces 
the DVD cover). In the style of cinema verité, 
The Naked Bunyip’s interviewees directly ad-
dress the camera and ‘fly-on-the-wall’ cinema-
tography is employed for segments of live ac-
tion footage. Furthermore, the interviewer is 
seldom seen so interviewees appear to speak 
straight to the viewer. Together these tech-
niques heighten the ‘naturalism’ of the film. 
Although the fictional narrative woven through 
the interviews may diminish its credence as a 
documentary, as a feature film it evokes an 
unusually high level of aesthetic authenticity. 
Carlotta’s segment is thus contextualised as 
sincere and authentic, and personally engages 
audiences. 
 
Audiences’ perceptions of Carlotta in this film 
are affected further by the knowledge that her 
cross-gendered identity is not shed once the 
camera is turned off. In stark contrast to Ever-
age’s playful female persona, Carlotta’s per-
manent transgender identity appears as a se-
rious matter indeed, and her representation in 
the film confronts and troubles hegemonic 
expectations regarding sex and gender. This 
confrontation notably occurs as Carlotta re-
flects upon her own circumstances in the in-
terview. Audiences hear a considered, reason-
able and heartfelt account of her younger 
years, and her gender identity, lifestyle, and 
chosen profession. She speaks of being tor-
mented at school for being feminine, and 
knowing something was ‘wrong’ as a child. 
She goes on to talk about feeling ‘locked up in 
a cage’ before becoming a female impersona-
tor, and discusses the lack of awareness about 
transgenderism that leads to people mocking 
her. Although the manager of Les Girls, who is 
also interviewed, refers to all the Les Girls per-
formers as ‘girls that dress up as boys’, Car-
lotta notes that she ‘eventually’ wants ‘to be a 
woman and live as a woman’. At one point she 
asserts that she was ‘born a woman in the 
shell of a man’, a statement that might be 
misunderstood in some contexts to support a 
gender binary. Nevertheless, any such reading 
is dispelled, as she also describes ambiguities 
of her gendering, observing that in everyday 
life when dressed as a man, onlookers were 
perplexed about which sex/gender she 
‘belonged’ to, and that she actually disrupted 
gender expectations less while dressed and 
passing as a woman. 
 
The visual representation of Carlotta in this 
film (Murray, 2005) also brings to light the 
instability of the sex-gender system. The inter-
view opens with Carlotta saying directly into 
the camera, ‘I think that you think that I look 
more like a woman than a man’, and her 
transgendering indeed bring issues of gender 
embodiment to the fore, not only in relation to 
demeanour and appearance but also physiol-
ogy. Carlotta wears a revealing outfit during 
the interview and her augmented breasts are 
clearly visible.8 The interview is interspersed 
with footage of her performing onstage and 
these clips further expose the well-formed 
‘female’ attributes of her body. She refers to 
herself as a female impersonator but her sur-
gically enhanced breasts bespeak the perma-
nency of her gender-crossing. In The Naked 
Bunyip, the visual conspicuousness of, and the 
insightful personal reflection upon Carlotta’s 
25 
————————————————————————— 
8 In his article ‘The Genesis of The Naked Bun-
yip’ (2005), director John Murray notes that the 
Censorship Board required close-ups of Carlotta’s 
breast be deleted. He argued they were ‘men’s 
breasts’ but the censor maintained they could be 
seen to ‘move’, which violated a rule regarding 
footage of women’s breasts at the time. 
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behavioural, sartorial, and corporeal transgen-
dering confound assumptions that find male-
ness and masculinity, and femaleness and 
femininity are inherently coextensive. Rather 
than reinstituting the gender divide, this por-
trayal of Carlotta’s transgendering aligns with 
Bornstein’s (1992) assertion that transsexual-
ism refuses a binary gender framework and is 
instead a form of gendering that is a process 
of transformation (pp. 51–2).  
 
Keep it in the Closet 
 
Carlotta appeared on Australian screens again 
only a few year later in 1973 when she guest 
starred in six episodes of the infamously ris-
qué television show Number 96 (Powell, 1972-
1977). She played the character Robyn Ross, 
the glamorous girlfriend of serial womaniser 
Arnold Feather (actor Jeff Kevin). Their ro-
mance was intense but short-lived, however, 
for Robyn disappeared from the show when, 
after Arnold proposed to her, it was revealed 
that she was a transgender showgirl. Robyn’s 
transgenderism was exposed when her flat 
mate discovered her using a large hypodermic 
needle and had to explain that it was not 
drugs she was injecting but hormones (even 
though hormone therapies were usually ad-
ministered in pill form at the time). The pro-
vocative storyline came to a head when Arnold 
put his hand up Robyn’s dress and said ‘Miss 
Ross, I mean, Mister Ross’. In many ways 
Number 96 offered a relatively positive fic-
tional portrayal of a transgender character, as 
Robyn was presented as attractive and capa-
ble, and was taken seriously as a romantic 
partner.
9
 However, the show’s treatment of 
Robyn’s transgenderism as a spicy revelation 
perceivably lessened the affirmative impact 
this representation may have had. TV Week 
reported that the day after it became known 
Robyn was transgendered, Channel Ten’s 
switchboard was overloaded with calls from 
viewers wanting to know whether or not the 
actor who played Robyn was male or female 
(Myall, 2010). This reaction not only bespeaks 
the far-reaching impulse to position people 
(even those seen on television) within a dual-
istic sex-gender framework, but also that the 
show had effectively used the character’s 
transgenderism to create a scandalous, titillat-
ing narrative event. Nevertheless, the bigger 
‘scandal’ was that she who played Robyn was 
herself transgendered, and the way in which 
the show’s producers hid this secret was even 
more problematic. 
 
To ensure the twist regarding Robyn’s gender 
was properly shocking, Carlotta’s identity was 
kept secret, even from most of the show’s 
cast and crew, and she was called ‘Carolle Lea’ 
in the credits. According to Carlotta’s biogra-
phy He Did It Her Way: Carlotta, Legend of 
Les Girls (Carlotta & Cockington,1994), she 
remembers many aspects of the experience 
fondly, but makes a point of noting that she 
had to eat alone in her dressing room while 
everybody else went out, and to film on a 
closed set so her involvement would not be 
outed. The implications of this secrecy find 
resonance with Bornstein’s (1992) observa-
tions about certain films that use a character’s 
concealed transgenderism as a narrative strat-
egy. Bornstein (1992) notes that when Psycho 
(Hitchcock, 1960) and The Crying Game 
(Jordan, 1992) were released there was a 
general push in both cases to ‘not say a word’ 
about the endings that revealed a central 
character to be transgendered – the ‘big se-
cret’ of each of these films. Bornstein (1992) 
asserts that the public hush about these end-
ings was not as much about spoiling the film 
as it was about the urge to conceal those 
transgender figures who disrupt binary gen-
dering. Bornstein (1992) maintains that the 
response of ‘keeping the secret’ reflects how 
those who defend rigid gender categories 
‘would like to see transgendered people: as a 
secret, hidden away in some closet’ (pp. 73–
4). Comparably, Robyn’s transgender status 
was indeed a ‘big secret’ and Carlotta was 
literally hidden away in a closet; as she testi-
26 
————————————————————————— 
9 Sadly, however, although Robyn ‘confesses’ her 
secret, this storyline plays into the recurrent theme 
in film and television that transgender characters 
are innately deceptive. For further discussion on 
the common figure of the ‘transgender deceiver’ in 
screen texts, see Joelle Ruby Ryan (2009).  
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fies in He Did It Her Way, ‘Because my iden-
tity had to be kept a secret they locked me in 
this very small dressing room on set. I called it 
a cupboard, it was so small’ (Carlotta & Cock-
ington, 1994). 
 
Despite the problematic aspects of Carlotta’s 
transgenderism being hidden, more positive 
connotations also arose from this conceal-
ment. Transgender theorist Judith/Jack Hal-
berstam (2005) argues that the secrecy sur-
rounding The Crying Game’s transgender 
character ‘constructs a mainstream viewer for 
the film and ignores more knowing audi-
ences’ (p. 80). Certainly the shock revelation 
of Robyn’s transgenderism in Number 96 also 
relied on a mainstream audience not expect-
ing that a character (or person) might be 
transgendered, and not recognising ‘Carolle 
Lea’ to be Carlotta. Nevertheless, this ano-
nymity perceivably supported the willing re-
ception of Carlotta’s adept performance of 
womanhood. As Halberstam (2005) contends 
regarding certain transgender films, ‘the rela-
tive obscurity of the transgender actors allow 
them to pull off the feat of credibly performing 
a gender at odds with the sexed body’ (p. 93). 
That is, general audiences could enjoy Car-
lotta’s performance without having to continu-
ally negotiate the feminine image onscreen 
with extradiegetic knowledge about the actor 
being born male. Ironically, for those main-
stream viewers at whom the shock of Number 
96’s ‘secret’ was aimed, Carlotta’s inclusion in 
the show provided the very exposure to trans-
genderism that might contribute to more peo-
ple becoming ‘knowing audiences’. Because of 
the similarity between Robyn’s and Carlotta’s 
transgendering, once the secret was well 
aired, Carlotta’s portrayal of Robyn on Number 
96 influenced public perceptions about Car-
lotta and her transgendering. Although Car-
lotta may not have been widely recognised 
before that point in time, her guest role in 
Number 96 certainly increased her celebrity. 
Within less than two years of her appearance 
in the show she had undergone genital recon-
struction surgery. Media interest in her sur-
gery coupled with her existing fame meant 
that it soon became common knowledge that 
there would no longer be any confusion about 
whether she was a ‘Miss’ or a ‘Mister’. Hence, 
Carlotta’s road to celebrity was paralleled by 
her process of embodied gender transforma-
tion. 
 
Desert Crossings 
 
Carlotta’s fame continued to grow throughout 
the late 1970s and 1980s, and by the mid-
1990s she was a household name in Australia; 
so much so that in 1996 the popular current 
affairs show 60 Minutes made her the focus of 
a primetime interview segment entitled 
‘Queen of Queens’ (Wooley, 1996). In the 
piece, reporter Charles Wooley accompanies 
Carlotta as she and her troupe travel to the 
rural town of Broken Hill with their cabaret 
show Carlotta Presents, My beautiful Boys. 
Carlotta is often noted as being an inspiration 
for the film Priscilla, whose transgender pro-
tagonist’s travel into the Australian outback to 
perform drag shows. In an example of art imi-
tating life imitating art, Carlotta and her ‘boys’, 
inspired by Priscilla, headed into the desert 
with their flamboyant costumes and recreated 
a similar aesthetic to that of the popular film. 
The 60 Minutes segment plays on Priscilla ico-
nography too, including footage of the 
troupe’s van on an outback road cutting to a 
shot of its interior and the five glamorous 
women inside. Documenting part of their se-
quined tour, the segment is made up of shot-
reverses-shot interviews, live action footage, 
black and white historical footage, and Woo-
ley’s narration. In keeping with the theories of 
transsexualism discussed above, this 60 Min-
utes piece sets up Carlotta’s transsexualism as 
an intertexual and transformative practice, 
and as one that incorporates an amount of 
ambiguity and fluidity. 
 
The extent to which the segment fulfills these 
progressive functions is somewhat marred by 
elements that exploit or at least trivialise Car-
lotta’s transgenderism, and problematic asser-
tions regarding the nature of sex and gender. 
For example, Wooley declares that the 
troupe’s female impersonation has ‘gone way 
beyond any act, even between performances 
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the show goes on’, thus implying that trans-
gender lives are some sort of ‘act’. He also 
insists that the troupe ‘really are boys’ be-
cause they have all penises, as though geni-
tals decide gender, and the piece is littered 
with quips such as ‘When Carlotta goes bush, 
it’s only the roads that are straight’, a con-
fused and reductive statement about Car-
lotta’s sexuality for the sake of a pun. At an-
other stage he appears disturbed by Carlotta’s 
genital reconstruction surgery and points out 
to her that having one’s penis removed is a 
fearful concept for most men, including him-
self, and cites the phallocratic concept of 
‘castration anxiety’. In reaching out to Carlotta 
for explanation and sympathy regarding this 
matter, Wooley erroneously attempts to posi-
tion her as a fellow man; fear of losing one’s 
penis is a fear that men bear, and one that is 
irrelevant to a woman’s subjectivity. At best 
these aspects of Wooley’s presentation are 
unwitting attempts to establish, for himself 
and his primetime audience, an easily-
digestible understanding of his interview sub-
ject’s non-normative sex and gender. Yet de-
spite these normalising and potentially mar-
ginalising comments by Wooley, there is an-
other side to the segment that facilitates a 
transgressive representation of Carlotta’s 
transsexualism. 
 
Wooley (1996) makes reference to Carlotta’s 
past many times throughout the interview, 
which often functions as a strategy used to 
anchor Carlotta to a biological sex and thus 
render her more intelligible as a sexualised 
being. Ironically, however, it also serves to 
multiply the ‘texts’ visible in the figure of Car-
lotta, and highlight a fluidity in her gendering. 
Throughout the segment, Wooley repeatedly 
observes that Carlotta was a ‘boy from Bal-
main’ and reiterates that her name was previ-
ously Ricky, and that Ricky was a hairdresser. 
Black and white footage from the early inter-
view mentioned above is played, showing 
Ricky in costume stating: ‘I was born a boy 
and that’s the way it is. I’m doing this as a 
job’. As Stone contends, the sex and gender 
expressions of a transsexual’s past are vital 
texts within intertextual transsexualism. For 
much of the interview, Wooley and Carlotta sit 
together in a dressing room. Here, she dis-
cusses her genital reconstruction surgery, tell-
ing him that she found ‘freedom’ in having her 
penis removed. She recalls her displeasure 
with her body before the surgery – ‘boobs up 
here, that down there’ – and it becomes clear 
that she did not perceive herself to be a 
woman until she had breasts and a vagina. 
(As is common in media discourse surrounding 
male-to-female genital reconstruction, the in-
terview’s focus is on ‘losing’ a penis rather 
than ‘gaining’ a vagina.) Hence, the interview 
spans not just her life, but differing stages of 
her gendering and identification – from being 
a boy, to a female impersonator, and then a 
woman. As such, Carlotta’s journey of gender 
is displayed as an intertextual transsexualism 
and, in accordance with Wilchins (1997), a 
practice of transformation.  
 
Wooley’s (1996) interview also depicts Car-
lotta’s transsexualism as, in Bornstein’s (1992) 
words, fluid and ambiguous. Firstly, the inter-
view underscores that Carlotta has a fluidity of 
gender available to her, as she is able to ac-
cess both masculine and feminine characteris-
tics. Elegant, gracious, and attractive with lots 
of blonde hair, Carlotta’s access to femininity 
is plainly evident. Yet Wooley applauds her 
expertise as a manager and entrepreneur, 
traditionally domains in which the masculine 
succeeds. Her physical strength is also noted, 
as is the fact she ‘always had a good left 
hook’. Brooks and Scott (1997) find that in 
this interview, Carlotta is shown to use her 
masculine qualities to maintain power and 
authority, and Wooley’s emphasis of them is 
an attempt to re-inscribe her with male privi-
lege (pp. 70–1). Such propositions, however, 
appear misguided and rely heavily on the very 
gender binary that transsexualism can interro-
gate. Rather than seeing these masculine ele-
ments as Carlotta holding on to something she 
should have forsaken (or should never have 
wanted in the first place), or as something 
Wooley (1996) ‘gives’ or ‘puts on’ her, they 
are better understood as illuminating an 
adaptability of gendering we all engage with 
to some extent. Secondly, a level of ambiguity 
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in Carlotta’s gender positioning comes to the 
fore when Wooley (1996) inquires about pro-
creation. During the interview, Wooley brings 
up the issue of reproduction and Carlotta ac-
knowledges that she is sad her surgeries 
mean that she cannot have children. Wooley 
asks whether it is fatherhood or motherhood 
she feels as though she has ‘missed out on’. 
When Carlotta has trouble answering he offers 
her the option, ‘Or just parenthood?’ with 
which she agrees. Ambiguity arises in this 
statement regarding what gendered parental 
role she would take up, father or mother, as 
the possibility for either or both – or perhaps 
even a new type of parental role altogether – 
is left open. In the interview Carlotta states 
that ‘A man’s a man, and obviously I wasn’t 
meant to be one’, but with her individualised 
proliferation of ways of being, which these 
screen representations of her demonstrate, it 
appears that a transsexual is not just a trans-
sexual. 
 
You Beauty 
 
The final set of appearances examined here 
come from Carlotta’s prominent television role 
in her long-running position as a panelist on 
the daytime chat show Beauty and the Beast 
(Adamson, 1997 – 2007). The show entailed a 
‘beast’ (Interviewer Stan Zemanek and later 
Doug Mulray) and a panel of ‘beauties’, a 
changing group of six female personalities, 
who would all respond to viewers’ letters and 
give advice, which provoked banter and some-
times animosity between those on the panel. 
Carlotta regularly appeared on the show as 
one of the ‘beauties’ between 1997 until 2002 
while it was on Channel Ten and then when it 
moved to Foxtel’s W channel between 2005 to 
2007. Zemanek, a radio host known for his 
candid, right-wing opinions, would often pur-
posefully stir up the panel. On one episode in 
2001, while insulting each of his panelists in 
turn, he referred to Carlotta as ‘a bloke who 
cut off his penis to become a Sheila’, at which 
Carlotta bewilderedly but good-naturedly 
smiled and shook her head. Certainly such a 
comment denotes ignorance about, and a lack 
of sensitivity to the process of transsexualism. 
Nevertheless, it does indicate the matter-of-
factness with which Carlotta’s gender status 
was dealt with on the show, and the room the 
show allowed to air issues surrounding this. 
References to Carlotta’s transsexualism on 
Beauty and the Beast were usually much more 
considered; especially when she was called on 
to give advice to viewers struggling with gen-
der and sexuality issues of their own. Never-
theless, these factors were not the central 
focus of Carlotta as a panelist, and her opin-
ions about a range of topics were just as val-
ued. Furthermore, aspects of her own life 
story not related to gender were also heard 
during her time on the show, such as when 
she gave a heartfelt but witty account of her 
parents’ divorce. 
 
Discussing the American talk show The Joan 
Rivers Show, transgender theorist Gordene O. 
Mackenzie (1999) relates a significant occa-
sion during an episode on the subject of trans-
gender. Mackenzie (1999) recounts the mo-
ment when transgender activist Leslie 
Feinberg, a guest on the show, interrupted a 
therapist’s clinical explanations of transsexual-
ism to ask if transpeople could speak for 
themselves. For Mackenzie (1999), this junc-
ture represented an important challenge to 
and liberation from medico-clinical discourses 
imposed upon transgender people (pp.198–9). 
Mackenzie (1999) writes, ‘[s]uddenly, the 
freak show atmosphere on The Joan Rivers 
Show faded as audiences came face to face 
with real people. The formulaic presentation 
of transpeople being treated like circus ani-
mals (who are shamefully mistreated) was 
halted as the “voice-overs” by the circus mas-
ters and “experts” was questioned’ (p. 198). 
Arguably Carlotta’s time as a panelist on 
Beauty and the Beast facilitated a comparable 
even if not identical interruption; the show 
provided a public forum in which Carlotta was 
asked to speak her own truths about a num-
ber of differing topics, and where she was the 
expert on matters of queer gendering and 
sexuality. It was also a space in which she 
was respected (or in relation to Zemanek, dis-
respected) along with the rest of the ‘beauties’ 
as a real person, and her gender identity was 
29 
   
MCINTYRE: HE DID IT HER WAY ON TV  
not used to conjure up ‘freak show’ fascina-
tion. On the show, Carlotta was represented 
as a woman not afraid to discuss her transsex-
ualism, though it neither consumed nor consti-
tuted her as a person.  
 
Conclusion 
 
Through certain screen representations, Car-
lotta has been able to illustrate the progres-
sive possibilities of transsexualism explicated 
by particular transgender theorists, namely: 
Stone’s (2006) proposal of visibly intertextual 
transsexualism in which the transsexual is as a 
multiple, interwoven text; Bornstein’s (1992) 
advocacy of ambiguous and fluid transsexual-
ism; and Wilchins’s (1997) assertions that 
transsexualism is a practice of transformation. 
In relation to Carlotta, The Naked Bunyip 
(Murray, 2005) utilises a known transgender 
performer from Sydney’s drag scene to cap-
ture something of the experience of living as a 
professional female impersonator. Even in this 
early interview, Carlotta’s screen appearance 
poses a challenge to the rigid dictates of bi-
nary gendering. Not too many years later, 
Carlotta again confounded gender expecta-
tions with the daring characterisation of Robyn 
Ross in Number 96 (Powell, 1972-1977). Al-
though the way in which the ‘twist’ of her 
storyline was executed left a lot to be desired, 
her role in the show, and her subsequent 
widely-discussed surgery provided a signifi-
cant reference point in relation to her evolving 
gender status. Two decades later, Carlotta’s 
appearance on 60 Minutes (Wooley, 1996) 
imparted a transgressive transsexualism which 
incorporates multiple ‘texts’ as well and an 
ambiguity and fluidity. The progression of Car-
lotta’s representation onscreen (so far) culmi-
nated in her role on Beauty and the Beast 
(Adamson, 1996-2007) where she was a val-
ued member of the show, which required her 
to neither hide nor focus on her transsexual-
ism.  
 
Carlotta has played a significant role in estab-
lishing a tradition of transgender representa-
tion in Australia and has significantly contrib-
uted to improvements in mainstream accep-
tance of transgenderism, although there is a 
long way to go. The screen representations of 
Carlotta discussed here reveal much about 
attitudes towards transsexualism in Australia 
and the nature of Australian culture’s relation-
ship with transgender celebrities. Unfortu-
nately,  a tendency to exploit non-normative 
gendering, and negative and/or ignorant ap-
proaches to transgenderism came to light 
through these screen portrayals – including 
Number 96 (Adamson, 1996-2007) using 
Robyn Ross’s and Carlotta’s transgenderism 
for cheap thrills and shock factor, and Woo-
ley’s (1996) uninformed comments in the 60 
Minutes interview many years later. These 
types of responses expose the marginalisation 
and many injustices transpeople face. Never-
theless, as has been explored, these same 
moments of television also facilitated progres-
sive aspects of transgender representation. 
Taken together, the screen texts in question in 
this article also demonstrate Australian cul-
ture’s capacity to be not just tolerant but ac-
cepting of people with non-normative gender 
identities. In these texts, Carlotta’s achieve-
ments are acknowledged if not celebrated, 
and difficulties she has experienced as a 
transsexual woman are considered, particu-
larly clearly on Beauty and the Beast 
(Adamson, 1996-2007). It may have been 
Carlotta’s transgenderism that put her in the 
spotlight originally, helping make her a celeb-
rity, yet it is her celebrity status that enables 
representations of her transgenderism to be 
so far-reaching. Her appearances in film and 
television give mainstream Australian audi-
ences the chance to engage ‘safely’ but con-
structively with a transgender person, inform-
ing their real-world attitudes towards trans-
genderism, and thus positively affecting the 
lives of transpeople. Just as importantly, as a 
transsexual celebrity Carlotta’s public presence 
also offers something to other transpeople. So 
often in mainstream forums transgendering is 
appropriated negatively or elided completely, 
yet Carlotta is one example of a public figure 
who affirmatively reflects transgender experi-
ences. She has also opened the door, and 
cleared the path, for the favourable reception 
of other transgender celebrities in Australian 
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culture. As Carlotta aptly declared during an 
episode of Beauty and the Beast (Adamson, 
1996-2007), ‘I’ve had a fabulous, fascinating 
life’. 
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